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Abstract 
This paper aims to investigate primary teachers’ attitude to the current Romanian official curriculum and to point to possible 
solutions. Drawing on recent theory and research, we briefly outline the important role teachers should play in implementing a 
(new) curriculum, we identify the factors that positively influence the quality of state education and we consider the 
successfulness of the Romanian curricular reform. The research, conducted in Prahova county, revealed teacher or not teacher-
related obstacles that have to be overcome when trying to reach formal curriculum objectives. We conclude that pre-/in-service 
training could help Romanian primary teachers overcome these obstacles. 
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1. Introduction 
Taking into consideration the experience various educational systems have had so far, implementing a (new) 
curriculum is a difficult process, mainly because ‘implementation refers to what really happens in practice, as 
distinct from what was supposed to happen’ (Fullan, 2001:10). In practice, one of the main stakeholders is the 
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teacher who translates curricular goals into his/her own words referring to specific contexts, thus being able to 
contribute either to the success or failure of any educational change. Nevertheless, when trying to implement reform, 
sometimes the teacher factor is neglected or superficially included in the process. Sadly, Romania could well 
exemplify this situation, as research showed that one of the weaknesses of the Romanian curricular reform was the 
lack of coordination between teacher training for managing curricular change and the other aspects of curricular 
reform (Cristea, 1992; Iosifescu, 2001; Singer, 2002; Crişan, 2002; Creţu & Iucu, 2012; Potolea, Toma & Borzea, 
2012).  
How Romanian teachers relate to the National Curriculum represents a variable which determines the quality of 
their teaching performance. Moreover, this variable is also responsible for allowing Romanian teachers to come 
close to or far from the ultimate purpose of curriculum implementation: increasing the level and the quality of 
students’ acquisitions. But, to be able to properly translate a (new) curriculum and ensure quality education, teachers 
need time and the recent history of Romanian curricular reform has shown that changes have occurred abruptly, by 
skipping the preliminary stages (Cristea, 1992; Iosifescu, 2001; Singer, 2002; Crişan, 2002; Creţu & Iucu, 2012; 
Potolea et al., 2012). Thus Romanian teachers were not able to understand the reasons behind curricular changes and 
all they were left with were some unanswered questions. 
International and national evaluation reports show that there are some gaps between what is intended by means of 
the formal curriculum and what/how much of it/how Romanian students achieve that. Consequently, our paper 
focuses on researching Romanian primary teachers’ opinion on the official curriculum, as primary education is 
considered the foundation for any person’s future development. In part one, this paper points to relevant literature 
and research covering the issue of teacher’s role in implementing curriculum reform, with a special focus on the 
evolution of the Romanian education system in the past two decades. The second part deals with methodology, 
research findings and discussions, and the final part presents the conclusions of our investigation, introducing 
possible solutions for the problems that have been identified. 
2. Teacher’s role in implementing a (new) curriculum 
There is a long and, very often, winding road linking the intended (written or formal) curriculum with the 
achieved (learned or attained) curriculum, and the role the teacher is generally assigned plays an important part, 
when it comes to the successfulness of this endeavor. Teachers interpret the formal curriculum, considering both 
primary and secondary curricular products, and filter it through their knowledge, abilities and competences, 
accumulated along pre-/in-service training and practice. Apart from these variables, the implemented (taught) 
curriculum also depends on assessment, which sometimes represents the only purpose some stakeholders might 
associate with education.  
Curricular reform is a never ending process, since starting with the 1970s, in both developed and developing 
countries, there has been a greater focus on improving the quality of state education (Corrales, 1999). Thus, the 
‘new’ curriculum to be implemented has usually replaced the ‘old’ curriculum, and teachers have been credited to 
possess the necessary expertise to make things go as smoothly as possible (Patterson & Czajkowski, 1979:206). 
Nevertheless, the implementation process is not that simple, as, first, teachers have to ‘unlearn’ what they are 
familiar with (Carson, 2009), and, then, they are supposed to ‘relearn’ how to approach the new curriculum 
(Altrichter, 2005:46). Re-education helps teachers develop and refine the new competences and the necessary roles 
(Patterson & Czajkowski, 1979:206), so that teachers themselves, their actions and the new curriculum would 
eventually become compatible. Therefore, whether a new curriculum is going to be successful or not depends on the 
teachers’ ability to implement it or, on the contrary, to resist to change. Nevertheless, teachers may only formally 
accept change, because they are eager to create a positive public image, by displaying a favourable attitude to 
curricular reform and thus not opposing the major trend (Albu, 2013:161). Under these circumstances, the gap 
between intention and reality might increase, and the new curriculum, the students and teachers themselves may be 
affected. To prevent this, teachers could be encouraged to reflect on the new content, objectives and pedagogic 
principles, as well as on how they could put all these into practice and thus become curriculum leaders (Handler, 
2010) or partners instead of mere executants (OECD, 2011:51-61). Moreover, since students’ acquisition also 
depends on teachers’ quality, recent research has pointed out that students obtain better results if their teachers are 
better paid, actively participate in school management, are adequately assessed and group students according to their 
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abilities, whereas education systems are ranked low if teachers, infrastructure and curricular and material resources 
are inferior (OECD, 2013). In addition to these, the more time teachers spend on pre- and in-service training and the 
more IT-related activities they use in the classroom, the better prepared their students are.  
In Romania, curricular reform has randomly fluctuated for the last two decades, mainly due to political factors. 
The low salaries (as compared to other European countries or other professions), Romanian teachers get, is still a 
sore point: many good teachers migrate to better paid jobs; well-ranked graduates are not attracted by a future 
teaching career. School autonomy is difficult to attain, as the Romanian education system has been traditionally 
centralized, and material resources have unequally been distributed, the rural areas being generally disadvantaged. 
According to the Presidential Commission’s Report on Education (2007), uncommitted teachers, underdeveloped 
infrastructure and insufficient curricular resources influence the quality of Romanian education as a whole. Also, 
there are no clear criteria for formally assessing Romanian teachers and dedicated teachers cannot be officially 
rewarded or assigned to a higher status. Moreover, despite the numerous in-service training programmes organized 
by local and national educational boards, Romanian teachers’ conservatism cannot be replaced by modern 
approaches to teaching (Iosifescu, 2012: 181) and, more often than not, participation proves to be ineffectual (Iucu, 
2005; 2007; Singer & Sarivan, 2009; Jigău, 2009; Popa & Bucur, 2012). Large classes, especially in Romanian pre-
school and primary education add to the obstacles Romanian teachers are supposed to overcome, although legal 
provisions are very strict as far as the number of students per class is concerned (no more than 25). 
Therefore, the circumstances characterizing the Romanian education system do not encourage teachers’ self 
development. Lately, in both national examinations and international tests, Romanian students’ marks have been 
mediocre, a direct consequence (among other factors) of Romanian teachers’ quality. Unless teacher profession is 
reconsidered, there is little chance that the curricular reform will get the necessary support from Romanian 
practitioners (Iucu, 2007: 113). It is important to acknowledge teacher’s role in implementing curricular change, in 
being able to transpose curricular provisions so that students’ needs are met and their competences are created. 
3. Methodology 
The questionnaire-based survey was conducted in February-March 2014, in Prahova county. 346 subjects, 
primary school teachers participated in the survey, and thus the entire county was statistically and geographically 
covered. The criteria used to differentiate among the survey participants (gender was excluded, as Romanian 
primary education is generally dominated by female teachers) are included in Table 1 and indicate our subjects’ high 
level of qualification and broad experience.  
Table 1. Criteria for differentiating among the survey participants  
  Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
School 
Location 
Rural 146 42.2 42.2 42.2 
Urban 200 57.8 57.8 100.0 
Status Tenured Teacher 324 93.6 93.6 93.6 Substitute Teacher 22 6.4 6.4 100.0 
Qualification 
Novice Teacher 31 9.0 9,0 9.0 
Qualified Teacher 56 16.2 16.2 25.1 
Teacher Certification Level 2 48 13.9 13.9 39.0 
Teacher Certification Level 1 211 61.0 61.0 100.0 
Education 
PhD 2 0.6 0.6 0.6 
MA 72 20.8 20.8 21.4 
BA 218 63.9 63.0 84.4 
High-School Diploma 54 15.6 15.6 100.0 
Age 
under 25 28 8.1 8.1 8.1 
26-35 83 24.0 24.0 32.1 
36-45 103 29.8 29.8 61.8 
46-55 85 24.6 24.6 86.4 
over 55 47 13.6 13.6 100.0 
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Our questionnaire comprised 17 items (Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.897), referring to the Romanian National Curriculum 
in general, and more specifically to the Romanian National Curriculum for Primary Education. Thus, the items 
(closed, multiple-choice, open) were designed so as to allow us to find out what Romanian primary school teachers 
think of the official curriculum, more exactly: (1) their opinion on the general guidelines of the National 
Curriculum; (2) their opinion on the formal curriculum for primary education and its products; (3) their degree of 
adherence to the formal curriculum guidelines; (4) the level of confidence in the implementation possibilities (5) 
their opinion on the appropriateness of curricular changes. To process the data, we used SPSS 20. 
4. Findings 
Our subjects’ general opinion on the National Curriculum is mainly unfavourable, no matter their school location, 
qualification or education: 70.8% consider it to be too laborious, only 28% deem it appropriate and 1.2% finds it too 
accessible (Fig. 1 (a)). As far as the curriculum for primary education is concerned, our participants’ views change 
to a certain extent: they are more familiar with this school level and comparisons between the two curricular stages 
that compose it can be made. Thus, the curriculum for the fundamental acquisitions stage – preparatory grade, 1st 
grade, 2nd grade – is better ranked than the curriculum for the development and diversification stage – 3rd  and 4th 
grades (Fig. 1 (b)). In addition to that, the number of participants who did not really give an answer to this question 
by choosing don’t know, increased significantly (18.2% for the preparatory grade, 7,5% for 1st and 3rd grades, 4,9% 
for 2nd grade and 6,4% for 4th grade) as compared to the previous question on the National Curriculum, in which 
case no respondent went for don’t know alternative. Consequently, the data contradict our initial assumption 
(primary school teachers have a well-founded opinion on the curriculum for primary education) and raise questions 
on their pre- and in-service training, level of commitment and, more precisely, on the curriculum implementation 
strategies.  
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Fig. 1. (a) Our subjects’ opinion on the National Curriculum; (b) Our subjects’ opinion on the official curriculum for primary education 
 
Subsequently, we refined our research by asking survey participants to give their opinion on the main elements of 
the primary education syllabi: content – in point of quantity and complexity; general/specific competences or 
main/reference objectives – in point of their appropriateness. Their responses reinforce their initial unfavourable 
opinion: the content is too extensive for all the five grades; the competences or the objectives are too general, too 
specific or only partially appropriate. Thus, taking into account the syllabi for the preparatory, 1st, 3rd and 4th grades, 
less than 50% of the respondents consider that the general competences/ main objectives are properly formulated. 
The only exception is again the 2nd grade: 54.1% think that its syllabi are appropriate. 
Despite the general pessimistic view, 44.5% of our subjects state that, in recent years, they have increasingly 
started to acknowledge the influence of the National Curriculum on their teaching activity, by means of the official 
curricular products. Almost the same percentage (44.2%) consider that the situation is stationary, whereas 8.7% find 
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that the influence of the National Curriculum has decreased and 2.6% are unable to express themselves. School 
location is not significant as far as our subjects’ responses to this question are concerned. 
In line with the credit given to the official curricular documents in the previous question and in contradiction with 
their general opinion on the National Curriculum, 75.4% of our respondents state that their degree of adherence to 
the guidelines of the National Curriculum is high and very high. About 22.5% express an average degree of 
adherence and only a very small percentage (2%) occupies the lowest position. The factors that determined the 
values we obtained are ranked as follows (Table 2): (1) practical experience – 291 responses; (2) self study – 277 
responses; (3) in-service training – 258 responses; (4) knowledge level – 245 responses; (5) pre-service training – 
216 responses and (6) external support – 159 responses. Thus, when implementing a (new) curriculum, our subjects 
reside first on their practical experience and capacity of self instruction, and hence we dare to suggest that other 
types of support is badly needed.  
             Table 2. Factors that determined our subjects’ degree of adherence to the guidelines of the National Curriculum  
Frequencies 
 Responses Percent of Cases 
N Percent 
Factors that contributed to 
this degree of adherence 
Self initiative/self study 277 19.0% 80.1% 
Pre-service training 216 14.8% 62.4% 
In-service training 258 17.7% 74.6% 
Practical experience 291 20.0% 84.1% 
Level of knowledge 245 16.8% 70.8% 
External support 159 10.9% 46.0% 
Others 12 0.8% 3.5% 
Total 1458 100.0% 421.4% 
 
When it is up to the possibilities of curriculum implementation, our subjects become less confident. As compared 
to the cumulated percent of the subjects that expressed a very high and high degree of adherence to the National 
Curriculum guidelines, less than half of the survey participants (48.1%) are confident and very confident that actual 
possibilities of implementing the curriculum for primary education exist (Fig. 2). The majority (46.6%) exhibit an 
average degree of confidence, no matter the school location (urban vs. rural). Taking into consideration the age 
variable, the average degree of confidence is over 40% for the given categories (under 25; 26-35; 36-45; 46-55; over 
55). The most skeptical are the subjects aged over 55, and the most enthusiastic are those aged between 46 and 55. It 
is worth mentioning that none of our respondents preferred the very low degree of confidence, as a choice. 
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Fig. 2 The degree of confidence in the possibilities of implementing the curriculum for primary education – the age variable. 
Asked to express their opinion on the curricular changes that took place after the political events in 1989, our 
subjects are even more skeptical than before: only 13.4% deem these changes to have been beneficial; 57.7% 
consider that curricular changes have taken place too often; 23% find that these changes might have been 
improperly designed; 4.7% of the subjects label the curricular changes as inapplicable and 1.2% choose the don’t 
know answer. The frequency of the curricular changes, especially in Romanian primary education, is negatively 
perceived by the participants in the survey, because it has had a great impact on their teaching activity, according to 
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their statements. Thus, repeatedly, they have had to change their approaches in order to adapt to new requirements, 
without having enough time to sediment the new curriculum, so, indirectly, our subjects’ answers for the question 
“Based on your experience, how long does it take a teacher to become confident in a new curriculum?” suggest that 
the frequency of curricular changes represents a major obstacle for the successful implementation of the new 
curriculum. The majority of our respondents consider that they need more than 5 years (15.2%) or 4-5 years (33%) 
to assimilate the new curriculum, whereas 40.9% go for the 1-3 years interval and only 1.2% confesses that less than 
a year is enough for them to internalize the new curriculum. The 3.3 mean shows that, in our respondents’ view, it 
takes almost an entire educational stage for a teacher to become confident in a new curriculum, and we consider it to 
be a realistic perspective. 
In our subjects’ opinion, the factors that cause problems to the implementation of the primary education 
curriculum are: the allocated resources; curriculum itself (the structure of the National Curriculum; the specificity of 
the disciplines; time allotted to disciplines; syllabi); school management or management related to the educational 
system and the stakeholders (teachers, students, parents). Most of these factors are external to teachers as such, and 
yet, few of our respondents point to them when asked to identify the obstacles to successful curricular 
implementation: only 41 answers, 3.5% of 1169 - the total number of identified obstacles, which represents only 
12% of our respondents. In order to improve the existing situation, various solutions were provided and the survey 
participants were asked to choose 5 of them and rank them according to their importance (Table 3).  
      Table 3. Necessary changes to smoothen the implementation of the official curriculum for primary education 
  Weighted Average 
Changing the current curriculum 4.23 
A single manual for each discipline 3.62 
Changing students’ assessment type 3.45 
Changing pre-service training for primary school teachers 3.42 
Resource allocation 3.30 
Return to mark assessment in primary education 3.21 
Changing mentalities 3.20 
Support materials 3.17 
Changing in-service training for teachers 2.97 
Changing in-service training for primary school teachers 2.77 
Facilitating school-community partnerships 2.33 
Changing pre-service training for teachers 2.08 
Changing teacher assessment criteria 2.00 
 
The first position is occupied by curriculum change, and the second and third positions go to two very important 
elements (the alternative manuals and student assessment), which have been the landmarks of the Romanian 
educational reform in primary education. Our respondents’ opinion on these two essential aspects is negative, and 
subsequently they reinforce their opinion, as, when they were asked to answer the question “If it were possible, 
would you change the official curriculum for primary education?”, 50% of the subject sample gave an affirmative 
answer, their suggestions being nostalgic of the period before 1995, or even before 1989: a single manual instead of 
alternative manuals and marks instead of qualitative assessment.  
5. Discussions 
The overwhelming unfavourable opinion of our respondents on the National Curriculum is a negative premise if 
we consider primary school teachers’ relation with curricular provisions. Almost three quarters of our survey 
participants deem the curriculum too laborious, no matter the variables taken into account to differentiate among 
them, and only a relatively small percentage of the subjects (28%) are convinced that the curriculum is appropriate.  
As for the subjects’ opinion on the primary education curriculum, the percent of don’t know answers is the 
highest for the preparatory grade, which could be well justified if we consider the relatively lack of exposure to this 
curriculum (less than half of the primary school teachers have had any experience with the preparatory grade 
curriculum so far). Moreover, the choice of the don’t know answer could also be explained if we take into account 
primary school teachers’ inability to have a holistic view of the curriculum for primary education, as most of them 
might be more familiar with the curriculum they use for the specific school level they are currently teaching, than 
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with the curricula for the other levels comprising primary education. Therefore, they are unable to have a complete 
picture of the curriculum for primary education, and thus to envisage more than immediate educational purposes, 
have access to superior curriculum comprehension and be capable to track the evolution of the competences they are 
supposed to create or develop.  
Nevertheless, 80% our subjects consider that the official curricular documents for primary education are 
important and very important to their teaching activity, taken into account the following aspects: understanding the 
general principles of the curriculum; planning the teaching activity; preparing students for life and the 21st century 
labour market; meeting the students’ needs; assessing students and monitoring their evolution. This contradiction is 
reinforced when our respondents are asked to express their degree of adherence to the guidelines of the National 
Curriculum, and this situation could be explained only by our subjects’ lack of sound theoretical knowledge on the 
curriculum, as a distinct field of the education sciences, and their attempt to choose the answers for the questions in 
our survey by almost exclusively resorting to their accumulated experience. Thus, when it comes to the curriculum, 
which is probably an abstract and unknown concept to our respondents, it is more sensible for them to take a 
negative stance, whereas when they are asked to express their degree of adherence to the guidelines of the National 
Curriculum, they are very much in favour, although they might have a distorted view of what these guidelines really 
represent (they might have in mind the didactic resources they generally use in their daily teaching).  
Our respondents exhibit reduced enthusiasm regarding the possibilities of implementing the formal curriculum, 
possibly after long reflecting on this question: as compared to their high degree of adherence to the guidelines of the 
National Curriculum, only 46.6% declared that curriculum implementation is a smooth process. Some of the 
problems related to curriculum implementation are realistically perceived by our subjects as obstacles against the 
successfulness of this endeavour, but there are also problems that could be easily overcome or at least to partially 
solved if teachers become involved.  
For the last two decades, Romanian education has been reformed, and, almost unanimously, our respondents 
consider that curricular changes have been too frequent, misconceived or inapplicable. Only a minority of our 
respondents (13.4%) finds these changes to be appropriate and beneficial, thus strengthening our assumption that it 
takes time to try first to understand and then to deepen one’s understanding about curricular change, in order to 
reach the ultimate goal: being able to make a commitment to and assimilate the new approaches. Consequently, our 
subjects perceive curricular changes as empty words, meaningless strategy to improve Romanian education. 
According to both our respondents’ view and scientifically logical arguments, it takes 4-5 years to see the possibly 
positive effects of any curricular change.  
Modern pedagogical literature, as well as research, has demonstrated the advantages of the qualitative approach 
to assessment in primary education and the benefits of alternative manuals. And yet, the participants in our survey 
are reticent to these aspects promoted by Romanian curricular reform. Our subjects provide questionable arguments 
(e.g. “if there are no marks we cannot rank our pupils”, “alternative manuals create gaps between students, schools”) 
and the majority consider the new type of assessment (initiated in 1998), as well as alternative manuals, to be 
inferior to the former tradition. Paradoxically, our respondents consider that obstacles against curriculum 
implementation could be overcome if a new curriculum came into force, a curriculum that would wipe out most of 
the reform provisions and allow the return to the mark-based assessment and the single manual. Even if these 
alterations took place, our subjects consider that unless parents’ mentality and students’ attitude to learning also 
changed, the effect would not be the one that is wished for. The obstacles caused by teacher-related factors (e.g. 
their inability to comprehend the National Curiculum guidelines and to envision the potential benefits for the 
students) obtain a low rank in their classification and are not perceived as blocking barriers (e.g. the factors related 
to students/parents, curriculum, school management or system, educational policy – as far as allocating resources is 
concerned).  
6. Conclusions 
Acknowledging the limitations of our research, circumscribed to Prahova county, we attempt to generalize the 
conclusions as, according to recent statistics, this administrative division is the most populated in Romania (except 
for Bucharest), and consequently it has the biggest number of schools, the biggest number of enrolled students and 
102   Oana-Rica Popa and Norica-Felicia Bucur /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  180 ( 2015 )  95 – 103 
the biggest number of teachers, if we consider all the counties in Romania. Moreover, our subject sample (N=346) 
represents almost 35% of total number of primary-school teachers in Prahova, and the values obtained for the 
qualification and education of our respondents allow us to consider them capable of giving an informed opinion on 
the National Curriculum.  
Therefore, starting from the results of our research, it is not too far-fetched to estimate that Romanian teachers 
have to accomplish a difficult task when it comes to curriculum implementation and they need to be given enough 
time (almost an entire educational stage) to be able to internalize change and thus to really help their students 
achieve the objectives of the formal curriculum. Our subjects’ views are characterized by confusion, as they 
probably lack basic theoretical knowledge on the curriculum and its role in education and they might reduce it to 
content or to how it could be grasped from the teaching resources available to them. To a certain degree, one could 
say that our respondents refuse to understand the purpose of curricular reform, and, consequently, they are not able 
to play their cards right in the implementation “game”, even if they are in a winning position. Plenty of explanations 
are at hand: the relatively high frequency of reforms in primary education, the lack of useful in-service programmes, 
lack of motivation, lack of commitment, lack of resources etc. 
Are there any solutions to make Romanian primary-school teachers perceive how important their role in 
curriculum implementation is? First it is important to attempt to transform primary-school teachers into change 
agents and, to achieve that, we suggest redesigning initial and continuous training, so that the latter would meet 
teachers’ real needs, be organized on school levels and become less perfunctory. At the same time, more resources 
should be allocated and attempts to change mentalities should be made in order to ensure the success of curriculum 
implementation. Otherwise, the formal curriculum will remain an abstract concept, a statement of Romania’s 
educational policy and the students will continue to be exposed to low quality education. 
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